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  Abstract 
 

The U.S. Federal government is increasingly civilianizing the military as a manpower 
management strategy.  Combining military personnel with civilians creates a bifurcated work setting 
resulting in differential structural and environmental job characteristic between service members and 
civilians.   Analyses of the process and outcomes of federal civilianization of the military have focused 
predominantly on economic outcomes and have failed to confirm or refute its effectiveness as a 
management strategy.  In this study I argue that social-psychological outcomes must be considered in 
evaluating the effects of military civilianization.  Data gathered from a case study of the Navy are path 
analyzed to determine the direct and indirect effects of two civilianization variables (level of contact 
and social comparisons with civilians) on retention intentions. 

Sailors report feeling relatively deprived compared to the civilian mariners with whom they 

work.  These feelings of deprivation decrease with level of contact with civilians.  Sailors report being 

satisfied with their jobs, but less satisfied than their civilian co-workers.  Sailors’ feelings of relative 

deprivation negatively impact their intentions to remain in the Navy past their current enlistment.  

These effects operate indirectly through job satisfaction and organizational commitment.  Implications 

of these results and recommendations for future research are discussed.
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Statement of the Problem

The federal government is increasingly turning to civilians to perform jobs traditionally done 

by government personnel.  The impact of bifurcating the workplace by combining full-time 

government employees with non-governmental personnel is not well understood.  This paper examines 

the impact of the structural change brought on by civilianization of the Navy on the attitudes and 

behavioral intentions of active duty sailors.  This study examines the degree to which sailors’ level of 

contact with civilian mariners (CIVMARs), and social comparisons with civilian mariners, affects their 

job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and retention intentions, as these have been identified as 

critical social-psychological variables in predicting retention behavior. 

 

The Effect of Civilian Mariners working with the Navy 

 The structure of an organization has social-psychological impacts on its members.  For 

example, negative impacts on employees resulting from organizational structure include heightened 

anxiety, increased affective symptoms of strain, challenges to personal identity, increased work-family 

conflict, distraction from work duties, reduced job satisfaction, and perceived loss of control (i.e. 

agency) in their work lives (Callan 1993, Kennedy et al. 2002, Nelson et al. 1995, Wong & McNally 

1994). 

Incorporating employees who operate under different normative and structural constraints into 

an organization may negatively impact social-psychological, structural, and economic outcomes.  

Some full-time employees see the loss of jobs due to downsizing and/or contracting as a source of 

instability (Baron and Kreps 1999, Wong & McNally 1994).  The status ambiguity of non-core 

employees can also foster unease among full-time employees, as well as tension between full-time 

employees and non-core employees (Callan 1993, Nelson et al. 1995).  For example, with regard to the 

military, to who does the CIVMAR answer to and take directives (not orders!) from, will a given 

CIVMAR remain with their Navy peers when they are deployed (especially to a war zone?), are the 
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rules and expectations for work and leisure time comparable, and what is their job description and can 

they perform duties not specifically itemized therein?  Depending on how questions such as there are 

answered, organizational effectiveness, efficiency, cost saving, satisfaction, and morale may be 

negatively impacted. 

The benefit most often cited in using civilians in jobs formerly held by military personnel is cost 

effectiveness.  Assessments of civilianizing (generally contracting-out) work by the federal government 

indicate that anticipated cost savings have not been clearly achieved.  This fact was highlighted by a 

GAO report (1995, p.i) in the statement: “We cannot convincingly prove nor disprove that the results of 

federal agencies’ contracting out decisions have been beneficial and cost-effective.”  One obvious 

example of the ambiguous relationship between costs and benefits of employing non-federal workers to 

augment the full-time federal workforce is the alleged contribution of poor contract oversight and lack 

of emphasis on contractor performance outcomes by NASA to the Columbia space shuttle disaster 

(Smith & Stephens 2003, Smith et al. 2003). 

Federal outsourcing in general, as well as military civilianization, is done in order to increase the 

flexibility, effectiveness, and efficiency of an organization by streamlining the full-time workforce and 

allowing it to focus on the core mission or specialty of the organization (Edwards 2003).  In the federal 

government, the use of non-federal civilian employees (to include private industry contractors) is 

desirable whenever possible for the simple reason that the government should not compete with its 

citizens in producing products and performing services.  Despite these motivations, both objective and 

subjective assessments reveal that employing non-core employees is not necessarily achieving the 

intended goals (GAO 1995, Singer 2003). 
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Military Civilianization 
 

If we look at …the Department of Defense we would see…a reduced official work force 
where we know how many people are employed and in what function, and what their 
salaries are in addition to a private contractor work force that has grown dramatically and 
at alarming rates.  Their influence and impact is becoming more and more significant. 

    David Pryor –  in Singer (2003: 45) 
 
 

The use of civilians by the U.S. military has been an integral part of the American war-making 

capacity since before the Civil War (Avant 2001, Robinson 2002).  Indeed, the history of the U.S. 

military’s use of civilians for national defense parallels the history of national defense itself.  The 

multitude of civilians serving with the U.S. military in Afghanistan and Iraq is a continuation of this 

trend.  However, this increased reliance on civilians in recent times should not be mistaken for a linear 

trend.  To the extent that reliance on civilians varies over time, the use of civilians is best understood 

as a continuous variable that ebbs and flows with the socio-political changes within and among states. 

The context for the current qualitative and quantitative shift in employing civilians is set by the 

confluence of three major forces coming together in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  First, the end of 

the Cold War in Europe in the late 1980s brought about an organizational change in the U.S. military.  

The armed forces shifted from a large standing professional force that had been dictated by the Soviet 

Union’s challenge as a world super power, to a smaller, more specialized fighting force.  Since the 

number of missions and frequency of deployments have continued to rise in the wake of the Cold War 

resolution, increasing numbers of civilians have been hired to compensate for the reduction in military 

personnel (Light 1999, Moskos 2000, Singer 2003).  

Second, the increasing technological sophistication required of many military specialties has 

resulted in a greater reliance on private sector support in order to maintain a cutting edge military.  

Light (1999) notes that the military’s use of civilians is motivated by a desire to increase flexibility and 

freeing up military personnel to perform “core duties” by targeting qualified labor for specific project 

goals without carrying long term costs for training and maintaining personnel.  Indeed, today 
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America’s military cannot function effectively without these contractors. 

Third, the scope of jobs performed by civilians has expanded dramatically, in part to the 

increasing reliance on technology (e.g. installation, maintenance, integration, and operation of 

weapons and surveillance systems) and in part to the reductions in military manpower.  Further, 

operation tempo has increased, not decreased, in the past decade.  As a consequence, in order to 

accomplish its goals the military has had to increasingly broaden the jobs it tasks to civilian personnel.   

The massive push in recent years to civilianize jobs previously performed by military personnel 

begs the question of what impact this change will have on the attitudes and behavioral intentions of 

military personnel.  Specifically, how does an organization structure characterized by differentiated 

classes of workers (i.e., military and civilian) affect the attitudes and behavioral intentions of Navy 

personnel? 

Kennedy et al. (2002) argue that outsourcing can result in the remaining full-time employees 

becoming disenfranchised or simply disenchanted and leaving the organization.  Consequently, 

civilianzation may risk precisely those employees counted on most to carry out the organization’s core 

missions separating from the military, leaving behind a problematic (and most likely unanticipated) 

skill and leadership vacuum.  In addition, Moskos (1977) and Kim et al. (1996) argue that increases in 

occupational orientation of the military and transferability of skills to the civilian sector lead to 

recruitment and retention challenges.  Job satisfaction is also linked to retention intentions directly and 

indirectly through organizational commitment (Kim et al. 1996). 

There is a clear sense that military leaders are looking to utilize civilians so that uniformed 

personnel can increase their time and energy focusing on the core mission of the military: fighting and 

winning America’s wars.  Lt. Col. Bill McNight (2003: 1), Chief of the 9th Reconnaissance Wing 

Manpower and Organization Office, voices this goal of the U.S. military:  “We want to apply our 

resources most directly to war fighting because that’s what we do.” 
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Total Force 

The movement to streamline the military as part of the “peace dividend,” is part of the larger 

“total force” concept.  The total force notion conceptualizes all military assets (i.e., regular forces, 

National Guard and Reserve forces, Coast Guard, DoD civilian employees, and civilian contractors) as 

part of an interdependent force, mustered when needed and stood down when possible.  This 

organization of defense forces is consonant with the pre-Cold War model of force structure and is 

expressly designed with flexibility, efficiency, effectiveness, and economy in mind. 

The notion of total force is one of great interest and import given the organizational changes in 

the military currently underway.  This organizational conceptualization raises a number of questions.  

To what extent are contractors and DoD civilian employees truly part of the military organization?   

When service members leave the military and join private military firms or return as DoD civilians, is 

it best understood as an issue of retention or a lateral move within the same organization?  

Alternatively, is the total force concept simply a marketing technique to build cohesion and solidarity 

among the various components of the “total force”?  Since DoD civilians (and DoD civilian 

contractors) are already defined by the military as part of the total force should the government 

consider taking steps that would allow the military to deputize or conscript these individuals in times 

of national crisis for the sake of effectiveness, efficiency, and cohesion?  While these questions are 

indeed important to contemplate, and will likely emerge as more central discussions among military, 

political, and academic leaders in the coming years, they are not central to this study.  The brief 

discussion of total force is intended to serve as part of the motivation for the current study as another 

example of the blurring of lines between what is military and what is not. 

 

Civilianization of the Military in Practice 
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This study focuses on the effects of civilianization of the military on attitudes and behavioral 

intentions of military and civilian personnel that have the potential to impact the dynamics and 

structure of the military.  Regardless of the conceptualization or categories applied to the actors 

involved, I am interested in how the integration of structurally distinct groups of workers affects the 

attitudes and intended behaviors of employees within a specific organizational context.  Thus, the 

structure of the organization provides the context in which military and civilian personnel become 

explicit employment reference groups for each other, and as a result produces favorable or unfavorable 

views of one’s employment situation. 

Unfavorable social comparisons may lead to reduced satisfaction for some while maintaining 

high levels of commitment.  Alternatively, even though satisfaction may be high as a result of some 

aspects of one’s work, other aspects may trump such satisfaction and promote reduced commitment 

and/or the intention to separate from the organization.  For military personnel, decreased satisfaction 

and commitment may prompt separation from the military for a multitude of other employment options 

(DoD civilian employee or DoD contractor are only two of may possible choices), or with no other 

specific option in mind – only that employment with the military is not desirable.  DoD civilians may 

or may not have similar patterns of attitudes and behaviors as their military co-workers. 

Jobs transferred to civilians may take the form of either product or service related jobs.  In 

addition to performing menial jobs such as grounds maintenance and various mess hall duties, the 

increased reliance on civilians “is due to the military’s greater reliance on technically complex 

weapons systems, with the corresponding need for technical experts, both contract and direct hires, to 

work in the field and at sea” (Robinson 2002: 21, see also Avant 2002 and Moskos 2000).   

As noted earlier, the increasing technological sophistication required of many military 

specialties has resulted in a greater reliance on private sector support in order to maintain a cutting 

edge military.  Light (1999) argues that outsourcing is motivated by a desire to increase flexibility by 
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targeting qualified labor for specific project goals without carrying long term costs for training and 

maintaining personnel (and their families).  Economic constraints and personnel caps have also 

motivated force reductions and base closures.  Thus, aside from soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines 

perhaps becoming more “occupation” oriented themselves (Moskos 1977), there has been a conscious 

effort to infuse into the military a pure form of occupationally oriented personnel via DoD civilian 

employees (and contractors).  Indeed, today America’s military cannot function effectively without 

these civilian employees.   

Yet with all the administrative, legal, and normative support for outsourcing of government 

functions, there has not been a systematic study of the non-monetary (i.e., social-psychological) effects 

of such programs for the military.  This lack in knowledge may be contributing tot he disconnect 

between anticipated and observed outcomes. 

 

Civilian Mariners 

A CIVMAR is defined as “a Federal government employee who works and sails on U.S. 

government owned Military Sealift Command ships” (MSC 2005).  The CIVMARs aboard ship 

performed duties in one of three job categories: deck/maintenance, shipboard services (e.g., laundry, 

dining, cleaning), and engineering.  As a consequence, there was no military-civilian redundancy on 

the ship.  Those jobs performed by the civilian mariners were not (theoretically)1 to be performed by 

the sailors, and vice versa.  In this sense, though they were incorporated as organic components of the 

ship’s personnel, they were not structurally integrated with the sailors on a small organizational level.  

All CIVMAR personnel aboard ship, from cooks to engineers, were employees of Military Sealift 

                                                 
1 Several sailors expressed dissatisfaction and frustration at having to pick-up the slack of the CIVMARs in 
preparing for a major formal ceremony on board which involved cleaning the decks, scraping and reapplying 
paint, and hanging the ceremonial decorations.  While historically this was a job that routinely fell upon the 
shoulders of the sailors, and they were fully capable of carrying out the duty, because the deck and maintenance 
duties had been civilianized the sailors felt doubly aggrieved.  They had to perform menial extra duty with the 
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Command (MSC).  What makes this ship especially interesting is that this ship was the first USS 

command ship to employ a joint military and civilian crew (Crutchfield 2005).  The number and types 

of jobs the CIVMARs performed were a Navy experiment designed to examine the efficiency and 

effectiveness of integrating sailors and CIVMARs on a deployed USS ship.  It should be clear that the 

jobs the civilians performed were routine jobs for CIVMARs – they do these kinds of jobs on all 

USNS ships.  Rather, it was the situational context of integrating the two groups of employees on a 

USS ship that was novel. 

 

Model of Retention-Turnover2

Extensive research has been conducted on models of employee retention for civilian workforce 

populations.  The military has been systematically excluded from all but a very few of these studies 

(exceptions include Hulin et al. 1985, Orthner 1990, Steele and Ovalle 1984, and Rakoff et al. 1992).  

While some models acknowledge social-psychological factors as variables that contribute to the 

overall development of job satisfaction and organizational commitment attitudes, explicit examination 

of social comparisons is conspicuously lacking in the literature.  Notable exceptions include Crosby 

(1982), Hodson (1985), and Rakoff et al. (1992).  However, neither Hodson nor Crosby examines 

military personnel and there are important limitations to the work of Rakoff et al’s study of military 

personnel.   

The retention-turnover model advanced for this study is based on the works of Price, Mueller, 

and colleagues (Kim et al. 1996, Mueller & Price 1990, Price1977).  This retention model builds on 

the major theoretical traditions in the field.  Job satisfaction and organizational commitment are 

identified as directly affecting intentions to maintain employment with a current organization, which in 

                                                                                                                                                                       
recognition of a substantial pay differential between themselves and the CIVMARs, whose job it was to do the 
work in the first place. 
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turn are the immediate precursor to actual stay/quit behavior (Figure 1).  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

indirect effect 

 direct effect 

(-) 

Social 
Comparisons 
(with CIVMARs) 

Job  
Satisfaction 

Organizational 
Commitment 

Retention 
Intentions 

(+) 

(+)

(-) 

(+) 

(+) 

Contact w/ 
CIVMARs 

(-) 

(+) 

(-)

(+) 

Stay/Quit 
Behavior 

Figure 1.  Conceptual Model of Retention Incorporating Civilianization Variables 

Due to the cross-sectional nature of data for this study, stay/quit intentions are used as the outcome 

variable, rather than stay/quit behavior (indicated by the dashed line).  Several studies examining 

retention intention and retention behavior have shown intentions to be highly correlated with 

subsequent behavior (e.g. Rakoff et al. 1992). 

 

                                                                                                                                                                       
2 This study’s focus on turnover is limited to employees’ voluntary separation from an organization.  As such, employees 
who are fired, “downsized”, not given the option of re-enlisting, or otherwise dissociated with the military are not included 
in this model or subsequent discussion.   
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Satisfaction and Commitment of Employees 

Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction is conceptualized as an attitude people hold regarding the work roles they 

occupy and the work they perform (Vroom 1964, Kalleberg 1977).  This is necessarily a subjective 

assessment on the respondent’s part indicating how much an individual likes her current work 

(Kalleberg 1977; Kim et al. 1996).  Further, the attitudes that form a sense of job satisfaction have both 

cognitive and affective characteristics (Brief & Weiss 2002, Motowidlo 1996).   

The literature on satisfaction and turnover has established that a significant negative 

relationship exists between satisfaction and turnover: increased levels of satisfaction decrease the 

likelihood of turnover (Locke 1976, Mobley 1977, Porter & Steers 1973).  Variables commonly 

identified as important in determining job satisfaction include pay, benefits, promotion opportunities, 

working conditions (e.g., safety, pace, pleasant environment), job security, stimulation/challenge of 

work performed, autonomy, co-worker relations, scheduling/hours worked, perceived 

supervisor/organizational support, expectations, and occupational status (Kalleberg 1977, Locke 

1976).   

 

Organizational Commitment 

The study of organizational commitment emanates principally from conceptualizations and 

theories developed to analyze organizations in the civilian work force (see Mowday et al. 1979, Porter 

and Steers 1973, and Porter et al. 1974).  Many of the structural and environmental variables affecting 

job satisfaction also impact organizational commitment.  These effects are direct, and indirect via job 

satisfaction (Figure 1).  The definition used in this study is adopted from Mowday et al. (1979: 226): 

Organizational commitment is the relative strength of an individual’s identification with and 
involvement in a particular organization… characterized by a least three related factors: 1) a 
strong belief in and acceptance of the organization’s goals and values; 2) a willingness to 
exert considerable effort on behalf of the organization; and 3) a strong desire to maintain 
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membership in the organization. 
 
Commitment represents an active (not passive) loyalty to one’s organization. 

A number of variables have been shown to negatively impact organizational commitment.  

Work-family conflict has been noted to reduce employees’ organizational commitment.  The military in 

particular tends to foster this type of conflict because both institutions are considered “greedy” in their 

demand for service members’ time and attention, resulting in increased distress/tension (Bourg & Segal 

1999).  Additional variables that negatively impact organizational commitment in include job stress (via 

inconsistent job obligations), realities of the job meeting one’s expectations, perceptions that the 

military institution has failed to keep its implicit contract of job security with its soldiers, and 

availability of alternative forms of (civilian) employment (Bourg & Segal 1999, Kim et al. 1996, Segal 

& Harris 1993, Wong & McNally 1994). 

Factors that facilitate organizational commitment include reduced work-family conflict, clear 

and accurate communication from organizational leadership, social support (especially from one’s 

spouse), positive relations with co-workers, leadership support, quality of life issues (e.g. safe, healthy 

environment for kids; satisfactory work/social opportunities for spouse; time with family; etc.), tenure 

(rank) with an organization, increased age, and number of children (Bourg & Segal 1999, Kim et al. 

1996, Leiter et al. 1994, Segal & Harris 1993, Wong & McNally 1994). 

Several aspects of military employment tend to heighten the importance of some of the 

structural, environmental, and personal factors identified in the retention-turnover model for military 

personnel in comparison to the civilian workers.  Segal (1986) identifies five demands placed on 

service members and their families: 

1. Risk of death or injury to service member, 
2. Geographic mobility (movement of household every 2-3 years on average), 
3. Periodic separation of service member from one’s family, 
4. Living overseas (on accompanied tours), and 
5. Normative pressures placed on service members and their spouses 
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In addition to those identified by Segal, two other factors related to military employment are 

important to consider in an examination of retention: moral motivation for joining and remaining in 

military service (Reed & Segal 2000), and the unique contractual obligation of service that constrain 

when service members’ are able to voluntarily leave the service. 

 

 Social Comparisons 

Social comparison is a key independent variable in this study and is defined as an individuals’ 

comparisons with others on characteristics of interest (e.g. wealth, political views, and health).  Social 

comparison is believed to be a fundamental social-psychological mechanism (Suls and Wheeler 2000), 

used by individuals to gauge their own ability, normalcy, uniqueness, sanity, sense of fairness in 

rewards and punishments, level of sacrifice or privilege, and so on.  One may make such comparisons 

based on abilities, attitudes, emotions, observed inequalities in benefits or deprivations, or any number 

of criteria. 

A fundamental assumption of social comparison theory is that human nature drives individuals 

to evaluate their opinions and abilities (Festinger 1954).  Festinger (1954: 119) argues that, “to the 

extent that objective physical bases for evaluation are not available, subjective judgments of correct or 

incorrect opinion and subjectively accurate assessment of one’s ability depend upon how one compares 

with other persons.”  Even when objective measures may be applied to behavior, opinion, or social 

outcomes, those measures must always be interpreted in a comparative manner if they are to 

meaningfully inform individuals about their relative standing compared to others.  Judgments of good, 

accurate, poor, or normal are all based on social comparison.   

A second important aspect of social comparison theory is that those included in one’s 

comparison (or reference) group are perceived to have characteristics highly similar to one’s own.  

Comparing oneself to those with substantially different abilities or opinions provides one with little 
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usable knowledge about oneself.  While there are exceptions to this rule (e.g. upward and downward 

comparisons) that serve psychological coping and motivating functions, this study focuses on the core 

comparison process that predicts highly similar characteristics between the one performing the 

comparison and one’s reference group. Positive comparisons indicate one is doing better than their 

reference group, whereas negative comparisons result from one feeling they are doing worse than their 

reference group by comparison.  Social comparisons are observed to motivate cognition and behavior 

to resolve negative comparisons.  Finally, the more salient the characteristic, the more likely it is to be 

a point of comparison. 

While Festinger’s theory emphasizes attitudes and behaviors, as noted above, social 

comparisons may be equally well applied to numerous other criteria such as housing quality, success 

of one’s children, or in the case of the current study, job characteristics.  In the military, behaviors 

motivated by social comparisons with contractors may translate into leaving the service.  Conversely, 

social comparisons with contractors may lead to much higher institutional commitment and/or military 

identity among service members in order to validate continued affiliation with the military. 

 

Research Question 

The Department of Defense has dramatically expanded the quantity of civilians it employs and 

the range of jobs that they are hired to perform as part of its civilianization effort to increase 

effectiveness, efficiency, and cost savings.  The impact of bifurcating the workplace by combining 

military and civilian personnel across an ever-widening array of positions is not well understood.  This 

study addresses the question, what impact does the structural change of civilianizing jobs formerly 

performed by military personnel have on the attitudes and retention intentions of sailors who deployed 

with CIVMARs on board?  Specifically, this research examines whether and to what extent sailors’ 

level of contact and social comparisons with CIVMARs affects their retention attitudes.  To answer 
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this question, the effect of level of contact and social comparisons between groups on job satisfaction 

and organizational commitment is assessed, as these have been identified as critical social-

psychological variables in predicting retention. 

 

Hypotheses 

 To address the question, what impact does the levelof contact with CIVMARs and social 

comparisons with CIVMARs have on soldiers’ satisfaction, commitment and retention attitudes the 

following hypotheses are tested. 

 
H1:  Sailors will compare themselves negatively to CIVMARs. 
 
H2:  Sailors with greater exposure to CIVMARs will report more negative social comparisons vis-à-vis 
CIVMARs than those with less exposure to CIVMARs. 
 
H3:  Sailors’ level of exposure to CIVMARs and social comparisons with CIVMARs will negatively 
impact their job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and retention attitudes.  Further, the negative 
impact on retention attitudes will be both direct and indirect (through satisfaction and commitment). 
 
 
Methods

This research is based on a single case study design, focusing on a single Army combat 

aviation squadron located outside the continental United States.  This squadron consists of five troops 

(or units): an administrative unit, three flight line units, and one maintenance and service support unit.  

The civilian contractors working with this unit have been integrated as an organic part of the unit.  The 

jobs they perform include engine and airframe mechanics, electronics, radar, and manning and 

maintaining the flight simulators.  As a consequence, not only do the Soldiers in the flight line and 

maintenance troops work side-by-side with many of the contractors, the squadron would not be able to 

function effectively or efficiently without the expertise and proprietary knowledge these contractors 

bring with them. 
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Sample 

 Sample subjects were voluntarily recruited from the Naval personnel aboard the ship.  The ship 

was a command and control vessel with the U.S. Navy that included approximately 50 percent 

CIVMARs.  A total of 125 sailors were assigned to the naval ship at the time of this study.  

Approximately a dozen sailors were not available due to leaves, training, or other temporary duties 

(TDYs) that took them off the ship.  Of the sailors present during the time of data collection, surveys 

were given to approximately 110 sailors.  One hundred and three surveys were returned (94% response 

rate), of which 84 were usable for analysis (76% usable response rate).  The sailors’ analysis presented 

in this study includes 67 percent of all sailors aboard ship during its deployment with civilian mariners.   

The sailors included in this analysis do not differ dramatically from the characteristics of their 

population aboard ship with respect to race, age, and gender.  The distribution of rank for the sailors in 

the sample is representative of all enlisted sailors and NCOs aboard ship.  Population distributions 

were not available for years in service, years left in service, number of children, or marital status for 

either group in this case study. 

 

Sailors’ Descriptive Statistics  

 The social-structural characteristics of the sailors and CIVMARs included in this study are 

summarized in Table 4.1.  The modal sailor is an unmarried, white male with a high school education 

and no children.  He has served for almost seven years and has just over 2 years of service obligations 

remaining.  The mean age for sailors is approximately 27 years. 
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Table 1.  Sailors’ Descriptive Statistics 
 Variable ƒ % mean 
Age   27.05 
Years in service   6.71 
Years left in service   2.30 
Number of children (mode = 0)  0.73 
Gender    

men 78 92.9  
women 6  7.1  

Education    
high school or equivalent 62 73.8  

associates 15 17.9  
bachelors 7 8.3  

masters 0 0.0  
Marital Status    

never married 41 48.8  
married 34 40.5  

separated/divorced 9 10.8  
Rank/Pay Grade    

E1-E4 37 44.0  
E5-E9 47 56.0  

Race    
white 45 53.6  
black 14 16.7  
Asian 6 7.1  
other 19 22.6   

    N=84   
 

 
Measurement 

The two independent variables based on civilianization of the Navy are level of contact with 

CIVMARs and social comparisons with CIVMARs.  Level of contact was measured by asking, “In 

your current assignment, how often do you work directly with civilian mariners?”  Response 

categories included a seven-point scale ranging from never to daily.  The social comparison measure 

employed a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “much greater for civilian mariner” to “much greater for 

myself,” with a neutral midpoint.  Respondents were asked to situate their attitude on this scale in 

reference the following job characteristics: pay, benefits, risk, autonomy, task variety, promotional 

chances, quality leadership, organizational control over employee behavior, negative impacts on 
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family members’ happiness, satisfying relations with coworkers, freedom to negotiate contract, degree 

to which organization cares for its employees, feeling of accomplishment from work, feeling of 

contributing to society, and time spent working per day. 

 Job satisfaction and organizational commitment were the two intervening variables and each 

was measured using a well-established scaled item.  The job satisfaction measure consists of 24 items 

and is adapted from the short form of the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (Weis et al. 1967).  

This measure employs a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” with 

a neutral midpoint.  Organizational commitment is measured using the Organizational Commitment 

Questionnaire (Mowday et al. 1979).  This 15-item scale is the most commonly used to measure the 

construct of organizational commitment and uses a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “disagree 

strongly” to “agree strongly” with a neutral midpoint. 

The dependent variable for this study is retention intentions, measured using a single item.  The 

question asked “Right now I am …” and provided the following response categories: “planning to 

remain in the Navy, leaning toward remaining in the Navy, undecided, leaning toward leaving the 

Navy, planning to leave the Navy.” 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data were collected by paper and pencil questionnaire and administered in person by the author 

over a one-week period in November 2004.  Subjects were assured that information provided in the 

questionnaires would be reported only in ways that would assure the anonymity of all respondents.   

Informal interviews were also conducted with Navy personnel in order to provide qualitative richness 

to the quantitative data obtained via the survey instrument. 
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 Surveys were administered at two locations: the forward officers’ mess and the main mess 

deck.  Data from completed questionnaires were entered by the author into a data file for analysis.  

Independent entry of 15 percent of the surveys produced 98 percent reliability of data entry. 

 

Results 

 The initial stage of analysis identified the descriptive statistics for all model variables and 

established the reliability of the scale items to be used in the analysis of the conceptual retention 

model.  Descriptive statistics, reliability estimates and correlations between all model variables are 

presented in Table 2.  Standardized reliability estimates for the social comparisons, job satisfaction, 

and organizational commitment scales range from .71 to .89.   Reliability coefficients of these 

magnitudes indicate that the three scales used in the path analyses have strong internal consistency. 

 
 
Table 2.  Estimates of Internal Consistency and Correlations among Study Scales for 
Sailors 
    Intercorrelations 
Measure alpha† 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Contact with CIVMARs --- 1.00     
2. Social comparisons .84  0.25* 1.00    
3. Job satisfaction .89  0.02 0.48*** 1.00   
4. Organizational commitment .71  0.11      0.38**      0.53***      1.00  
5. Retention intention ---     -0.09      0.25*      0.23      0.33** 1.00 
N = 84 
†standardized Chronbach’s alpha 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
*** p < .001 
 

Correlations presented in Table 2 are partial correlations, controlling for age, sex, race, 

education, marital status, number of dependent children, number of work-related relocations, number 

and length of family separations in the past 12 months, confidence in finding civilian employment, 

rank, time in service, and time remaining in current service obligation.  The results of the inter-item 

correlations of the sailors’ model indicate that the social comparison variable is significantly and 
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positively correlated with each of the other four variables in the path model.  This means that increases 

in sailors’ level of contact with CIVMARS are related to more positive social comparisons (p < .05).  

This result was counter to what was anticipated.  Further, more positive social comparisons are 

associated with higher levels of satisfaction and commitment, and increased intention to remain with 

the Navy.  Significant positive correlations are also observed between job satisfaction and 

organizational commitment, and organizational commitment and retention intentions.  These results 

are in line with expectations.  Interestingly, level of contact with civilian mariners was not related to 

satisfaction, commitment, or retention intentions.  Also counter to expectations, job satisfaction was 

not significantly related to retention intentions. 

 

Individual Model Variable Tests 

T-tests of the sample means (not shown here) for the social comparison, satisfaction, and 

commitment scales against their respective neutral midpoints indicated that, on average, sailors 

compare themselves negatively to civilian mariners, and that they are satisfied with their jobs (mean 

deviations from their neutral midpoints were significant at p<.01).  However, sailors have only neutral 

organizational committed to the Navy as an employer.  Just over a third of the sailors indicated that 

they lean toward or plan on remaining in the Navy beyond their current enlistment obligation. 

 

Path Models 

 The first step in analyzing the path model of retention intentions was to determine the fit of the 

data for the conceptual model presented earlier.  Table 3 presents a summary of various fit indices 

commonly used in path analysis.  The fit of the independence model, a model where the variables are 

not related at all, produced a chi-square of 71.26 for the sailors and 73.27 for the CIVMARS, which 

were significant at the p < .05 level.  Conversely, the chi-square statistics for the proposed model in 
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this study were 0.00 for the sailors and 4.63 for the CIVMARs.  These results indicate that the 

proposed model does a much better job accounting for the variance in retention intentions for the 

sailors than does a model where the independent variables have no relation to one another.  The 

Bentler-Bonett normed fit index (NFI) and the comparative fit index (CFI) surpass acceptable fit levels 

of .90 for both groups, lending additional support for the strength of the proposed model (Hoyle & 

Panter 1995).  The chi-square statistic for the independence model is greater than both the Akaike’s 

information criterion (AIC) and Bozdogan’s consistent version of the AIC (CAIC), providing further 

evidence that the data are a strong fit with the proposed model (Bentler 1995).  Taken collectively, 

these indices suggest a strong model for the sailors. 

 
 
  

Table 3.  Fit Indices for Sailors’ Model 

Model df χ2 AIC CAIC NFI CFI RMSEA
Independence Model 10 71.26 51.26 16.95 -- -- -- 
Proposed Model 1 0.00 -2.00 -5.43 0.99 1.00 0.00 

 

 

 

Path analysis was used to examine both the direct and indirect effects of civilianization on 

retention intentions among sailors.  Controls for the path analysis were the same as those used in the 

partial correlation analysis presented above.  Results of path analysis of retention intentions are 

presented in Figure 2.  The coefficients presented on the pathways of the models are the standardized, 

direct path coefficients.  These path coefficients are interpreted in the same way as multiple regression 

coefficients.  Coefficients with higher absolute values indicate that the predictor variable for that 

pathway is explaining a greater amount of variance in the pathway’s outcome variable than a predictor 

variable with a lower absolute value coefficient. 

The two pathways with darker arrows on the sailors’ path model represent the direct effects of 

the two civilianization variables on retention intentions.  The lighter arrows in the models indicate the 
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indirect pathways by which the civilianization variables affect retention intentions.  The absence of a 

pathway leading from job satisfaction to retention intentions is deliberate.  In order to run the path 

model at least one degree of freedom is necessary.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Organizational 
Commitment 

indirect effect on retention intentions 
direct effect on retention intentions

(.25*

Social 
Comparisons 

Job  
Satisfaction 

Retention 
Intentions 

(.27*) 

(.46*)

(-.10) 

(.15) 

(.19)

Contact w/ 
CIVMARs 

* p < .05 

(-.17)

Figure 2  Sailors’ Path Model with Estimated Path Coefficients 

(.50*) 

(.06) 

Results from multiple regression models (not presented here) using the same control variables 

as the path analysis showed that job satisfaction did not have a significant direct impact on retention 

intentions.  When the path analysis was rerun including the pathway from satisfaction to retention and 

omitting the pathway from contact with contractors to social comparisons the coefficient failed to 

reach significance.  While regression analysis revealed that several model variables did not have a 

significant direct effect on retention intentions, a decision was made to retain all of the pathways 

related to the civilianization variables for illustrative purposes. 

Results of the sailors’ path analysis indicate that although the signs of the two civilianization 

pathways are consistent with expectations neither of the two path coefficients are significant.  Thus, 

any effects of civilianization on sailors’ retention intentions would have to be indirect.  Additionally, 
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level of contact with CIVMARs failed to explain a significant amount of variance in satisfaction or 

retention, and social comparisons was not a significant predictor of organizational commitment among 

sailors. 

The sailors’ path coefficients are positive and significant between level of contact with 

CIVMARs and social comparisons (.25), social comparisons and job satisfaction (.50), job satisfaction 

and organizational commitment (.46), and organizational commitment and retention intentions (.27).  

Thus, the more contact sailors have with CIVMARs, the more positive their social comparisons, which 

lead to greater satisfaction with their work.  Increased satisfaction significantly raises commitment to 

the Navy, which in turn elevates sailors’ intentions to remain in the service.  The civilianization 

variables seem to have a significant impact in the model, but examination of the total effects of the 

model is necessary to be more certain.   

 
 

Table 4.  Total Effects on Sailors' Retention Intentions 
Independent  
Variable 

Indirect 
Effects 

Direct 
Effects 

Total 
Effects 

Contact with Civilian Mariners 0.08          -0.17         -0.09 
Social Comparisons 0.10* 0.19 0.29* 
Job Satisfaction 0.13* -- 0.13* 
Organizational Commitment -- 0.27* 0.27* 

N = 84    
* p < .05 
 

 
 

 The indirect, direct, and total effects of the model’s independent variables on retention 

intentions for sailors are presented in Table 5.  Significant total effects are observed for social 

comparisons, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment.  The largest total effect is associated 

with social comparisons (.29).  The significant total effect of social comparisons on retention 

intentions is the product of a significant indirect effect (.10) operating through satisfaction and 

commitment, and a larger, though statistically non-significant, direct effect (.19).   
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 The total effect associated with the organizational commitment variable is also significant 

(.27).  This total effect is entirely due to the direct effect since there were no indirect pathways leading 

from organizational commitment to retention intentions.  Conversely, the total effect of job satisfaction 

(.13) is entirely indirect, operating via organizational commitment.  This is a product of the exclusion 

of the direct pathway from satisfaction to retention in order to maintain one degree of freedom in the 

model for analysis purposes.  If this pathway were included (which theory and prior research would 

support), a non-significant direct effect would be obtained and a concomitant increase in the total 

effect would be observed.  Since the effect of satisfaction is already significant, inclusion of the direct 

pathway would only serve to strengthen (not mitigate or reverse) this finding.   

The total effect of level of contact with CIVMARs failed to reach significance.  The fact that 

the indirect (.08) and direct (-.17) effects are in opposite directions contributes to this non-significant 

finding because their effects are canceling each other out in large measure.  The positive value of the 

indirect effect of level of contact with CIVMARs is due to its significant positive relationship with 

social comparisons that then impacts retention intentions through the significant chain of pathways 

leading through satisfaction and commitment.  The failure of the level of contact with CIVMARs 

variable to reach significance directly, indirectly, or in combination suggests that exposure to 

CIVMARs is not contributing substantially to the sailors leanings toward or away from continued 

service in the Navy. 

The control measures used in the path analysis include age, race, gender, rank, number of 

children, highest educational degree attained, confidence in obtaining civilian employment if they left 

the Army, number of moves made by one’s family as a result of military employment in their service 

career, number of nights spent away form duty station in last 12 months, duration of time away from 

duty station in last 12 months, and time in service and time left in service (both measured in years and 

months). 
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Discussion

 This paper examines effects of military civilianization on the attitudes and retention intentions 

of sailors who have recently returned from an extended deployment on a ship whose crew was 50 

percent civilian mariner.  This study’s focus is on the social-psychological outcomes of civilianization 

rather than the more often measured fiscal outcomes that are expected from this management decision.  

This study demonstrates that organizational structure matters with respect to perceptions of relative 

advantage or deprivation on numerous highly salient job characteristics.  Social comparisons are being 

made between military and civilian personnel that negatively affect sailors’ retention attitudes.  The 

negative effect of civilianization of the military on sailors’ retention attitudes occurs indirectly through 

job satisfaction and organizational commitment. 

These findings are an example of the irrationality of rationality.  A primary motivation for 

civilianization of the military is to make it more streamlined and effective by allowing the service 

members who are retained as permanent employees to focus on performing the core mission of the 

military.  However, the integration of the civilians with military personnel has resulted in negative 

comparisons among service members and a concomitant decline in their intentions to remain in 

service.   As a result of its civilianization, the military is negatively affecting the retention attitudes of 

the soldiers and sailors on whom they are counting to remain in the military to carry on its core duties 

and to achieve the efficiency, effectiveness, and cost savings goals of civilianization. 

Level of contact with CIVMARs was not related to satisfaction, commitment or retention for 

sailors, though it did affect their social comparisons (Fig. 4.2).  While level of contact with CIVMARs 

significantly affected social comparisons for sailors, it was in the opposite direction from that 

predicted.  Greater exposure to CIVMARs made sailors feel more advantaged by comparison, not more 

deprived.  This result may be a function of the way in which civilianization was done on the Navy ship 
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as compared to the Army squadron in this study.  Civilianization of military jobs on the ship was done 

by transferring entire departments to Military Sealift Command.  One of the departments transferred to 

civilian (MSC) workers was the services department, which included jobs such as cooking, cleaning, 

and laundry.  Deck maintenance was also civilianized, which included jobs such as scraping and 

reapplying paint to the ships interior and exterior surfaces.  Additionally, watch standing was 

civilianized.  In general, sailors were not required to post at the quarterdeck to monitor who boarded 

and disembarked the ship – this was the full-time job of a handful of CIVMARs.3  Most of these jobs 

are ones typically performed by sailors as temporary duties on board USS ships.   

It seems reasonable to argue that the more sailors observe CIVMARs performing these menial 

jobs, with the understanding that on most other Navy ships the sailors get tasked with the same jobs as 

extra duties, the more sailors feel advantaged by comparison.  Thus, by virtue of the kinds of jobs that 

were civilianized aboard ship (jobs the sailors do not want), the sailors appear to have engaged in 

downward social comparisons, which is to say they feel they are comparing themselves with others 

whom they feel are less well-off.  This has been noted in the literature as a self-esteem enhancing type 

of social comparison (Willis 1981).  The CIVMARs may be relatively advantaged in some areas, but  

the more the sailors know about and interact with the CIVMARs, the less emphasis they appear to 

place on these advantages.  This is consistent with sailors’ responses to the commitment item about 

whether they would accept any job to remain in the Navy, indicating a strong preference for working 

within their specialty if they are to remain in service.  Clearly there are jobs that the sailors do not want 

to do if they can be avoided – and the jobs that were civilianized appear to be high on the list.  

                                                 
3 During interviews, two sailors commented that a few times while the ship was in Asian ports, sailors were 
asked to stand watch-duty along side of CIVMARs.  Both voiced dissatisfaction in having to listen to 
CIVMARs talk about the overtime they got paid for their duty.  Sailors never get overtime, regardless of their 
job or the number of hours they work.  The sailors felt they were being asked to do a job that others were being 
paid (very well) to do, and that their presence was not necessary at that duty station.  This command decision 
was not popular with the sailors. 
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Neither contact with contractors nor social comparisons had a significant direct effect on 

retention intentions.  This is further support that the mechanism by which social comparisons affect 

retention is mediated through job satisfaction and organization commitment.  The social comparisons 

alone are not as important as how those comparisons affect one’s satisfaction and commitment. 

 

Implications 

The structure of an organization affects those who work there.  Prior research has documented 

effects of structure on workers attitudes and retention behavior (Callan 1993; Deavel 1998; Kennedy et 

al. 2002; Merton 1961; Nelson et al. 1995; Wong & McNally 1994).  This study fits within this 

tradition and its findings support the notion that workplace context impacts individuals’ experiences 

which in turn shape their attitudes and intentions. 

With the growing civilianization of the military, both civilian and military leaders have been 

expressing increased concern over the impact of military civilianization on the readiness of the armed 

forces (Avant 2004; Cha & Merle 2004; Crock et al. 2003; Phinney 2004; Robinson 2002; Singer 

2003).  In addition to these more manifest outcomes of military civilianization, military leaders need to 

be aware that their personnel are making comparisons with their civilian co-workers that affect 

retention (and potentially other important outcome variables such as morale and readiness). 

Applewhite et al. (1993) suggest that the natural state of a service member may be one of 

perceived relative deprivation.  In the context of the present study, Applewhite et al.’s assertion would 

suggest that even in the absence of civilians in their units military personnel will find someone else 

who is getting a better deal.  In the present study, however, the (ubiquitous) feeling of relative 

deprivation among service members is corroborated by the civilians with whom they work who also 

feel that the military personnel are less well off than they are (civilian results not presented here).  

Regardless, military policy makers cannot afford simply to acknowledge that service members feel 
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relatively deprived and go about their regular routine as they did in the era of conscription when a 

steady flow of new recruits was guaranteed.  Recruits are ever harder to come by now, and the loss of 

personnel with critical skills costs the military both in expertise and money. 

Military and civilian leaders need to take the negative impact of social comparisons with 

civilians into account vis-à-vis retention (and morale, cohesion, and readiness).  Military leadership 

can mitigate the negative effects of several variables shown to have significant impacts on social 

comparisons by making informed command decisions relating to the perception that the organization 

cares for its members, feeling of negative impacts on family, the level of organizational control over 

employee behavior, and creating efficient training and work schedules with an eye toward keeping 

reasonable work hours. 

Organizational structure, in terms of what gets civilianized, is also important.  For example, 

sailors were significantly negative on the item that asked whether they would accept any job 

assignment in order to stay with their current employer.  Conversely, CIVMARs do not have 

significant results one way or the other on this variable.  This suggests that the sailors view themselves 

as specialists rather than generalists, which is consistent with Moskos’s (1977) occupational military 

model.  Alternatively, this result could also mean that sailors don’t value the Navy as an employer (or 

military service) more than the specific job they perform.  This alternative explanation is also 

consistent with Moskos’s (1977) occupational military model. 

Given these findings, civilianizing the service and deck/maintenance departments aboard the 

Navy ship was a good command decision.  By transferring these duties to civilians it eliminated the 

90-100 days of “crank duty” that enlisted sailors typically have to perform.  Crank duty is described by 

sailors as temporary duty assigned to most junior enlisted sailors who are new arrivals to a ship.  In 

order to keep the ship operational a great deal of menial work must be done, such as cleaning, cooking, 

and the never-ending job of chipping and reapplying paint.  Effectively, this means that sailors, 
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regardless of specialty (e.g., IT, radar, medical, engineering), must perform these menial jobs for 

upwards of three months before they are reassigned to their “real” job on board ship.  One medical 

specialist commenting on this tradition stated, “There is nothing more disheartening than not being 

able to do my job.”  In addition to doing menial labor, the time spent on crank duty affects sailors’ 

ability to maintain their skills in their specialty, which can impact their evaluations and promotion rate.  

Numerous sailors reported being very happy that the service and deck jobs aboard ship had been 

civilianized.  Thus, by structuring the work environment so that core personnel were immediately 

assigned duties that they were trained for (and expected to do) civilianization of duties on board the 

ship appears to have achieved some of its goals. 

The results presented in this study suggest that social comparisons can be positively influenced 

by increased contact between groups in the context of civilianizing entire categories of jobs that are 

viewed negatively by military personnel, especially those jobs that the service members would have to 

perform as extra duties.  When the civilianized jobs are similar to those performed by the service 

members the positive effect of group contact disappears. 

Despite the feelings of relative deprivation in comparison to their civilian co-workers, military 

personnel have many positive things to say about the civilians in their units.  Sailors expressed a good 

deal of respect for the expertise, proficiency, and professionalism that their civilian co-workers bring 

to the unit.  One sailor even commented that having the CIVMARs on board made the ship safer 

because, “sailors aren’t as thorough… CIVMARs are more responsible and get things done right.”  

Sailors also appreciated that because the civilians are outside of the formal hierarchical military 

structure they are more easy-going and speak their minds more freely.  These qualities of the civilians 

were viewed positively because they break up the otherwise constant, rigid military environment.   

It is interesting and important to note that several sailors and CIVMARs went out of their way 

to question why this study was being done.  They did not feel there was a problem with the integration 
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of civilians on board the ship.  Even so, the sailors studied are comparing themselves negatively to 

their civilian co-workers and these comparisons are negatively impacting their attitudes about 

remaining in military service.  This is important because it demonstrates that even though the group of 

employees performing the “core duties” of the organization may not mind having the other group of 

employees in the organization, indeed they enjoy having them as part of the organization, the structural 

difference between groups and the differential benefits and constraints that accompany these structural 

differences generate negative social comparisons that impact satisfaction, commitment, and ultimately 

retention intentions.  The negative effects of social comparisons do not appear to impact service 

members’ feelings toward their civilian coworkers. 

The service members appear to be distinguishing between their affinity for the civilians as co-

workers and the structural differences that define the work lives of service members versus civilian 

personnel.  The contact hypothesis (Allport 1954) provides an explanation for the service members’ 

positive attitudes toward the civilians with whom they work.  This hypothesis states that under certain 

necessary conditions interaction between individuals of different groups will result in more positive 

attitudes with regard to members of the “other” group (Pettigrew 1998).  Even so, the perceived 

differences on highly salient job characteristics between civilians and service members produce 

negative comparisons among military personnel.  This effect of social-structural variables, net of 

personal attitudes toward comparison others, is consistent with prior research on the fundamental 

impact of social comparisons on individuals’ attitudes based on highly salient items (Hodson 1985; 

Merton & Kitt 1950; Milkie 1999). 

 

Future Research 

This research is a case study of the social-psychological effects of military civilianization on 

sailors who have deployed on board a ship with a significant proportion of the crew who were civilian 
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mariners.  Future research should seek to test this model on additional units maintaining the case study 

model.  It should also extend analysis to the other branches of the military.  The different branches are 

employing civilians differently within their organization, have different organizational cultures, and 

different ratios of civilians to military personnel.  One would expect to see differences by service 

branch with respect to which job characteristics are having the most influence on social comparisons, 

though not necessarily on the overall effect of social comparisons on satisfaction, commitment, and 

retention. 

Future research should also examine effects of social comparisons by race and gender since 

these variables are known to affect retention rates in the military.  Effects by military specialty should 

also be examined.  It may be that some specialties experience a stronger effect from social 

comparisons (e.g., IT specialists) whereas the effect on others may be more muted (e.g., clerical).  

Deployment to a war zone may also have an impact on service members’ social comparisons, since the 

differences between military personnel and contractors are likely to be most pronounced in this setting.   

Finally, the model presented in this paper is probabilistic.  Longitudinal data are needed to demonstrate 

more rigorous support for the causal links hypothesized in this paper. 
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